Mural message for future generations  by Stamatescu, Mihai Victor & Rusu, Radu
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 11 (2011) 52–56
1877-0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.01.032
Teachers for the Knowledge Society 
Mural message for future generations 
Mihai Victor Stamatescu, Radu Rusu * 
“TRAIAN LALESCU” Theoretical High School, Orşova, 32 Porţile de Fier Street, Mehedinţi, 225200, Romania 
Abstract 
This presentation briefs on the school project “Mural message for future generations” initiated in a Romanian High School, 
aiming to improve school environment and advertise school image within community.  
The project objectives were to develop team work skills, conceive and transmit positive messages by using graphic art as support. 
The mural painted by eight High School student teams was the Multiple Intelligences theory experimental product applied in 
practice. Students using different types of intelligence worked so that their competences should be complementary. Thus the 
project supposed cross curricular reading of competences concerning communication, civic competences, artistic expression and 
project management.  
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1. Video ergo sum 
 “Video ergo sum” (Umberto Eco). “The environment is the message.” (Marshall McLuhan) These two 
statements conceived at the end of the previous century represent the cultural foundation of our project. The need for 
images is present in all cultures and within all peoples. There are few periods in history when from political and 
almost exclusively from religious reasons people have destroyed the images: shapes, colors, portraits. In 1989 
Romania was a country in shades of gray and brown – definitely and figuratively. Starting with the clothing, the 
color of the cars and blocks of flats, further on with their shapes (identical until confusion) and continuing with the 
TV and cinema programs, everything was subdued to the destructive fury of the regime, to a “revolution” of image 
in which only the communist party and its leaders had some color. Considered from the point of view of image 
civilization, the period of the communist regime (ideologically a “religion” too) was almost iconoclastic. School 
made no exception. 
Our emergence from the communism brought us in the situation of reevaluating the school environment and the 
messages it sends to children, teachers, parents and local community. School, as a reference point of moral ecology 
in our existence, was one of the targets. The perspective was to arrange the school space so that it could express an 
identity. By extrapolating the idea that “the environment is the message” (which in the initial context referred to the 
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technological communication environments as an extension of our senses) we accepted the premise that one of the 
keys to understand the present is to decipher the images.  
The freedom of expression brought to light human behaviors unknown to teachers in Romania until now. For 
example, there is this popular wish to create information in order to cause events, to make attempts and experiments, 
to abandon those staying close-by, to approach the problems from incongruous angles by avoiding the established 
and coercive schemes. Moreover, man discovered a new self image in which he projected some of the most obscure 
ambitions of his psychic: ubiquity, omnipotence, erotic vocation, aggressive tendencies or the adjustment fables.  
A historical context, a psychological one and a target group, these are the coordinates in which the idea of our 
project was born. 
2. The streets of Philadelphia 
As a major city in the USA, Philadelphia, PA had its part of image deprecation caused by the “suburban art” of 
graffiti which used to affect negatively the collective perception of the community. The applied countermeasure to 
this phenomenon was the creation of huge mural paintings on building sidewalls that changed the public space 
environment and the human perception of the neighborhoods involved in the experiment. The whole event was 
recorded in an album book entitled “Philadelphia Murals and the Stories They Tell” (2003) and brought to Orşova 
from his family’s library by the American Peace Corps volunteer-teacher of English. Orşova is a small city of 
approximately 10,000 inhabitants situated in the South-West part of the country. It has a significant Roma 
population which counts approximately at around 20% of the population. ”Traian Lalescu” Theoretical High School 
is located in the midst of a neighborhood containing Roma and Romanian ethnicities. The American Peace Corps 
volunteer teaching English and a History teacher identified a problem of the relationship between the school and the 
community: a difficult socialization of students, parents and of the community in its ensemble within the school 
environment - a distant, unfriendly place, inhibiting and sometimes inspiring fear. In Orşova, like in many other 
places, the public space offered an eye sore image. Graffiti was a serious problem that defaced buildings, depressed 
locals and frustrated communities. The school walls were no exception to this type of pollution. There was a definite 
need to change the image of the institution and the manner in which “Traian Lalescu” Theoretical High School of 
Orşova was perceived and respected by others. The first possible solution was also the last one. In combating the 
soiled image of the school, a mural painting inspired from the above-mentioned Philadelphian experiment was the 
ideal way to focus youths positively and create vibrant art for all to see.  
“Mural Message for Future Generations” was an exemplary attempt to bring students, teachers and surrounding 
community members together in creating one large mural on the school campus. The proposal was designed to unite 
the school with the community and transform a public place from an eye sore into a beautiful work of art. In 
addition, those who participated in working on the mural were forever changed by creating a powerful message for 
the school and town to be proud of. The mural focused on the school basketball field side wall (which used to be 
covered with graffiti) and promoted multi-cultural themes and included eight student inspired designs. The 
instructor aiding students in the painting of these murals was a very skilled art professor who had a great 
relationship with the student and faculty participants. Eighty students were fully committed towards participating in 
painting and providing supplies for this project. 
The goal and the objectives of the project were formulated almost naturally. The project had two main objectives: 
improving the school environment where students and teachers learn and work and improving the school's image in 
the community. The projects educational objectives were the following: student participation and involvement in 
building a positive image and transforming public space; education in esthetic taste; learning methods and 
techniques of mural painting; learning how to work productively in a team, student alongside teachers and 
community members.  
3. From theory to practice 
Our pedagogical approach proposed to exploit the resources offered by two psycho-pedagogical theories: the 
theory of the cognitive dissonance (CD) and the theory of the multiple intelligences (MI). Essentially, CD theory 
refers to the fact that any individual confronted to certain knowledge items which due to various reasons do not 
harmonize themselves will make an effort to better correlate them. In other words, when in the relation between two 
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cognitive elements one implies the negation of the other, the individual will suffer from dissonant condition, 
followed by a process of reducing the dissonance. Subsequently, creating deliberately a cognitive dissonance has as 
its effect the changing of ideas, attitudes and behaviors (Monteil, 1997). In order to influence the students’ behavior 
we chose as source the production of dissonance as a consequence of a decision. CD states that choosing a mode of 
action out of several possible may produce a dissonance due to the fact that seldom an alternative is totally positive 
and the other entirely negative. Moreover, knowing the positive aspects of the excluded alternative is in dissonance 
with its rejection. This means that once the decision made, one will convince himself that the retained alternative is 
more interesting that initially has been thought. 
Objectively, how could be school made friendlier? How could respect be generated? How could we communicate 
the best? The solutions were numerous. The theory of multiple intelligences (MI) was applied within the project 
starting from the proper definition of the intelligence: a bio-psychological potential which processes specific forms 
of information in distinctive formulae. The development of certain specific capacities, different of informing-
processing capable of solving problems or of creating products means, in fact, multiple intelligences. Thus, humans 
cannot equally be “smart” or “stupid” in all circumstances: they would rather present various intelligences which 
may be cherished or ignored differently in various circumstances (Gardner, 2006). 
In fact, the first question we asked was referring to the type of intelligence to be accessed. We decided upon the 
linguistic (because the project was revolving around an American Peace Corps volunteer) and the spatial (the 
students were to achieve a visual representation of certain messages). Practically, we started to feel the pulse by 
asking students from eight forms various questions such as “Do you feel well in the environment put at your 
disposal by this school? How do you feel? Is school as a public space visually aggressing you or stimulating you? 
Do you feel any discomfort or are you relaxed at school? How do you think the persons in the school vicinity 
perceive this environment? Would it be considered a space to practice sports without any obligations, a place to 
meet their friends, a cultural facility or a playground? Often neighboring children and adults enjoyed permanent 
access to the school premises in the afternoon, especially because of the fact that the town had only one park, few 
properly equipped playgrounds and a single sports ground with free public access. Consequently, on numerous 
occasions the schoolyard was littered with garbage, empty plastic bottles, while the basketball panels were 
deteriorated and the fencing destroyed.  
During the first week of project implementation there was certain student perplexity firstly manifested only 
among them. Why all of a sudden did four different teachers ask similar questions during different classes of 
History, English, Arts or American Culture and Civilization? Then they approached the teachers. Questioned by 
their teachers, the students considered the inside of the school building an agreeable and even pleasant school 
environment. The schoolyard seemed acceptable enough, even though it was sometimes dirty and there were graffiti 
on the sidewalls. When inquired about the schoolyard if it was perceived as a proper cultural environment urging to 
institutional respect or at least to some decent behavior displayed for the facilities offered freely by the school, the 
answer was a strong ‘No way!’ The rhetorical question followed immediately: ‘What are WE supposed to do?’ We 
asked for solutions which came instantly: forbidding access in the schoolyard during the afternoons, imposing taxes 
for sports ground use, employing a guard to punish the trespassers etc. All the proposed variants were coercive. A 
more positive approach was suggested. Would it be possible to change the schoolyard into a friendlier environment? 
Could we try to communicate with the “visitors” and gain their respect? The students’ answer was full of reticence, 
doubt and suspicion. Then we introduced them to Philadelphia mural experiment. The first reaction of the students 
was panicking. Voices were heard:”To paint the school? It is impossible! We will work uselessly, for nothing! 
Everything will be as usually destroyed by the neighborhood community!” Eventually, the students were asked to 
make a SWOT analysis illustrating the strong points and the weak features of such a project. Finally, the feedback 
pushed them to accept the idea. After extended negotiations among the students, the final product was decided to be 
a long mural painting (40 m long by 3 m wide – the basketball field side wall) divided in eight sections, each having 
a particular message. This project stage lasted for almost six weeks.  
Once the project was implemented and monitored, the most significant findings of our experiment referred to the 
fact that during different stages of the project the type of dominant intelligence involved was specific to certain 
aspects. Firstly, while brainstorming upon the final form of the product the spatial and logical-mathematical 
intelligences took the lead. When the practical aspects of preparing the surface to paint (the entire surface of the wall 
was plastered with Styrofoam plates) were scrutinized, the students used prevailingly their bodily-kinesthetic 
intelligence. Then, the naturalistic, intrapersonal and existential intelligences were dominant while producing the 
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first sketches for the murals. The most interesting aspect observed was a certain tendency of each student team to 
function as a self-organizing system especially in managing the work on the murals. For example, the time 
schedules imposed on their own were very flexible, allowing students with various skills implying different types of 
intelligence to work on the mural in the afternoons, after the school program. Each team member adapted his own 
pace to the logical fluency of the mural development and glitches happened very seldom during the process. It was 
also remarkable the important role played by the linguistic intelligence required constantly for communication in 
English with the American Peace Corps volunteer and the other team mates. 
 
Fig. 1 The mural design created by the 9th D team of 
students sends a very wise message to the future generations 
considering the students’ age:”Three things cannot be 
long hidden: the sun, the moon and the truth.” All eight 
quotations in English were translated into Romanian 
because the beneficiaries of messages addressed to the 
future generations included not only the English bilingual 
section students, but also the neighborhood community 
members. Some texts such as “Life without love is like a 
tree without blossoms” were very inspiring for the 
adolescents.  
 
 
Fig. 2 The mural designed created by the 11th D team of 
students had a very mature and generous message: “By 
learning you will teach, by teaching you will learn”, 
insisting on the special bond and relationship established 
between the students as subjects of the education and their 
educators as beneficiaries of the process. The eight mural 
text messages suggested an improved change of attitude of 
the school students concerning their view on the school 
environment: “Think global, act local.”  
  
 
Fig. 3 The mural design created by the 10th D team of 
students illustrates the wise comment according to which 
“All good things are wild and free”, highlighting the young 
generation’s spirit of independence through the flying bird, as 
well as the globalization process symbolized by the 
standardized people according to a commercial bar code. The 
11th B mural quotation was inspired by the motto of the 
American college graduated by the American volunteer’s 
mother: “Courage for the deed, grace for the doing” 
 
Fig. 4 The final product was a painted wall, a long eight-
section mural. The crop of images obtained was signed with a 
playful design of initials written in white stone, red slag and 
green grass, suggesting the school and community name: 
Liceul Traian Lalescu Orşova.  
Thus, the image of the school environment improved and 
inspired a different public perception of the institution within 
neighboring community and town population.  
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4. Conclusions 
The most interesting of all the possible conclusions was to verify the principle 80/20 put to practice. According to 
this, an individual may probably get (using a relatively modest effort) only 80% of what he hopes to achieve from 
his initial goal. In order to accomplish the rest of 20% of his target, he will consume 80% of the initially projected 
quantity of effort. (Koch, 1998) As far as the project was concerned, the achievement of the mural paintings was the 
least difficult part (four weeks). The “process” between the moment when the idea was launched and its practical 
application was time consuming and required a huge quantity of consumed energy (fourteen weeks). 
The evaluation of student activities within the project emphasized that most of them had availability only to 
certain types of actions. It was a confirmation that in various circumstances students that are classically considered 
as having “learning difficulties” show a personal way to express themselves, equally validated by their colleagues 
and also by their teachers. On the occasion of school festivals, theatrical performances, choreographic or other 
artistic manifestations, the “talent” as expression of the non-canonical intelligences is more important than the 
discipline of learning classical school subjects. 
The third conclusion refers to behavioral changing due to value acquirement. It has been confirmed that the key 
to efficiency in the educational field of teaching values and attitudes is the pedagogy of freedom. This means a type 
of didactic step which is generating a powerful feeling of liberty lived by the subject of education (student, pupil) 
through which the introspection of a system of values and behavioral norms is enhanced. A coercive relationship 
would probably have meant a complacent agreement and only a superficial change of attitude. 
The reaction of the neighboring community was extraordinary. Days on end the children (who were not school 
students) came to the “site”, watching curiously at first and then offerring their help, feeling proud to do some 
“brushwork” too. Surprisingly, the adults who used to trespass the school backyard also encouraged students’work. 
Today, six month since the project completion the mural painting is intact. Finally, as adults having a positive 
relationship with our students, we will insist on two questions: do we watch the decline of the written word (of the 
book) as a priority in teaching activities? If yes, what are the educational formulae through which we can equally 
reach the classical and modern, the humanistic and scientific culture? If not, the question remains the same! 
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